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For Rob


My rock(star)




Mr & Mrs G King


request the pleasure of


Anna McKenna plus guest


at the wedding of their daughter


Rachel to Toby McKenzie


24 July 2010


2 p.m.


at


St George’s Chapel,


Fulham


RSVP: 47, Evesham Mews, Cheltenham




Anna


May 2010


Even before she picks up the envelope she knows what it is. She stares at it for a moment, letting it lie amidst a sea of circulars on the floor beneath the letterbox before lifting it up and slowly turning it over in her hand. She feels the tightness in her chest, the familiar pain that she has grown so used to over the past ten years. She takes a deep, slow breath and waits for the ache to subside as she examines the envelope carefully. The paper is thick, creamy, expensive. The address has been handwritten in silver ink in a gothic style and there is a tiny, delicate silver heart on the flap at the back.


Sliding her thumbnail carefully under the seal, she opens it and removes the card within. As she does so, several filmy silver hearts flutter down and land on her bare feet. She glances down at them and wonders distractedly if she is already crying and the silver pieces of paper are, in fact, teardrops. Her vision is blurred with tears, a few words float into focus:


at the wedding of their daughter


The words swim in front of her eyes and she can’t read any more. She pushes the card back into the envelope and plunges it deep into the pocket of her bathrobe, before padding into the kitchen. Feeling suddenly light-headed, she lurches towards the sink and vomits.


Then, as she gulps in great lungfuls of air and crouches shivering on the cold slate tiles, she marvels yet again at the physical manifestation of that most common of emotions – a broken heart.


January 2010








	To:


	All year 2000 English Lit grads







	From:


	Miranda Brown







	Subject:


	ENGLISH LIT REUNION! TEN YEARS ON!







	Date:


	8 December 2009













Hey, everyone!


Can you believe it’s been a whole decade since we English Lit students last darkened the doors of Trinity College? Well, you know I always was a party girl and I think this momentous milestone calls for a party! No excuses, get your dancing shoes on and join me to party like it’s 1999 – again!


Where? Why, the Students’ Union, of course!


When? 16 January 2010


Time? Any time after 8 p.m.


RSVP: Me!!!





Maybe she should have ignored the e-mail. She intended to at first. But every time she opened up the large, clunky, old-fashioned laptop she used to prepare lesson plans for her class of 7-year-olds, there it was. A little flicker of something approaching excitement began to dance in a corner of her brain and she couldn’t help but wonder if he would be there. Then excitement would dissolve into pure, liquid horror at the prospect of coming face to face with him after all this time.


‘Go!’ Anna’s flatmate, Clare, ordered in her typically brisk, no-nonsense style. ‘You need closure. He’ll probably be fat and bald with no teeth and then you’ll wonder why you’ve been pining for him all this time.’ They had both laughed. She and Clare had been at Cambridge together. She knew him. She knew that time would have barely breathed over his perfect face.


‘Go!’ laughed Matt, her laidback friend and fellow teacher. ‘It’ll be good to catch up with your old uni mates. I went to mine a couple of years ago and it was a laugh. I don’t know why you’re even hesitating,’ he had added, finishing his pint with a satisfied slurp and heading for the bar again. No, Matt didn’t know why because she hadn’t told him.


‘Go!’ urged her mum when she told her during her daily phone call back home to Suffolk. ‘Seriously, sweetheart, you do need to see him. To know for sure. One way or the other.’


So, having spent the Christmas holidays umming and aahing and changing her mind over and over again, she went. She took hours to decide what to pack into her battered Mulberry overnight bag, a much-loved twenty-first birthday present from her mum. Eventually, she settled on a floaty silver-grey dress and ballet pumps coupled with thick black opaque tights to avoid looking too desperate. Which is exactly how she felt.


Clare hadn’t studied English and therefore wasn’t invited to the reunion, so Anna was having to go on her own. Most people were staying at the same hotel in the centre of Cambridge and several of the girls from her course had been in touch to ask if she wanted to share a room, but she had declined, each time giving a different excuse. At the back of her mind, she knew there was really only one reason why she wanted to make sure she had a room to herself that night.


It was after 9 p.m. by the time she had summoned enough courage to head shakily into the night. The streetlamps gave everything a ghostly glow and she pulled her coat tightly around her, shivering with both cold and nerves as she walked the short distance along glistening cobbled streets towards the students’ union, the scene of so much fun and laughter all those years ago. As she approached the building, the sound of music floated across the still night air and she smiled to herself as she recognized a U2 song from the year 2000 which had seemed to encapsulate everything back then: ‘Stuck in a Moment You Can’t Get Out of’. She stopped for a second to steady herself, struck by how much the words still resonated ten years later. Then she tugged open the door and plunged headlong into her past.


May 2010


Clare arrives home from work several hours later to find Anna sitting on the floor, still wearing her bathrobe and cradling her beloved cat, Scratch.


‘Anna?’ she says curiously, her high heels making a satisfying click on the stone floor as she walks into the kitchen. ‘What’s the matter? What are you doing sitting down there? And why aren’t you dressed?’ She unbelts her chic beige mac, shrugs it off and dumps both the coat and her sleek black Smythson briefcase on the table, then stands with her hands on her hips, frowning down at Anna as she waits for an answer.


Anna doesn’t reply. She’s not ready to put it into words just yet; to voice it is to make it real. Instead, she snuggles Scratch’s soft nut-coloured fur and closes her eyes. Clare has brought in with her the sweet, damp smell of late spring and for a moment Anna thinks how intoxicating it is. ‘Better than any perfume,’ she murmurs.


‘What?’ says Clare, confused, the frown lines on her forehead smoothing slightly. Clare has many wonderful qualities but patience isn’t one of them. ‘Oh well, if you’re not going to tell me . . .’ she tuts irritably, scooping up her post from the scrubbed wooden table and shuffling through it as if she couldn’t care less that her closest friend and flatmate for the past ten years is acting like an extra from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.


Anna places Scratch on the floor, where he looks at her curiously before flicking his tail and heading off in search of food. ‘Bored with you now,’ he seems to be saying. She reaches into the pocket of her bathrobe, where the invitation has been hiding guiltily all afternoon. Her heart bangs as her fingers close around it and she pulls out the envelope, noticing as she holds it out towards Clare that her hands are shaking.


‘Invitation to Toby’s wedding.’ She coughs slightly as she speaks, her throat dry and constricted.


‘Oh,’ says Clare, glancing knowingly at her and depositing her own post back on the table. She opens the envelope and looks at the invitation. ‘Well, at least he invited you,’ she begins tentatively, her dark eyes flickering towards Anna again. ‘And you’ve got a plus one – that means I can come with you and keep an eye on you.’


‘No!’ Anna shrieks, making them both jump. She shakes her head fiercely. ‘I’m not going! How the bloody hell can I?’


Clare sighs a long, deep sigh. ‘You should go, Anna,’ she says, looking at her from under her long, dark lashes. ‘It might help you accept the way things have worked out. To put it behind you once and for all.’


‘You said that about the reunion and look what happened!’ Anna shoots back triumphantly. For once, she has the last word.


January 2010


The room was remarkably unchanged. The scuffed woodblock floor had a few more stains and the dark red banquettes had a few more rips, but the smell was achingly familiar. Anna made her way through the packed room towards the bar, looking straight ahead and not making eye contact with anyone.


‘Anna!’ Miranda, who had organized the reunion, ran towards her, a glass of champagne held aloft in her hand, and engulfed her in a cloud of expensive perfume, drawing her into her deep, sparkly cleavage for a hug. ‘I’m so glad you came!’ she squealed.


Anna felt some of the tension leave her body as Miranda began to gabble furiously about what everyone was up to. It turned out she was married to a wealthy businessman and already had a 2-year-old daughter.


‘And what about you? Are you marri—’ she began.


‘No,’ Anna cut her off quickly. ‘Still single. No kids.’


‘You drama lot are all the same,’ Miranda grinned, referring to the tight-knit group of students who had formed the core of the drama society back then. ‘Commitment-phobes, all of you! Mind you, I heard that . . .’ Miranda stopped suddenly, catching herself. ‘Ooh, sorry, how rude of me – you haven’t got a drink. What would you like?’ she said. ‘A glass of poo?’


Anna grinned at her nickname for champagne. How times had changed from the days when they would nurse a half of cider for hours, unable to afford anything else. The memory triggered another wave of nostalgia. ‘I’ll have a cider,’ she smiled. ‘For old times’ sake.’


Miranda’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, yes! How brilliantly retro!’ she cried, turning to the bar to order. She had always been this fizzing ball of energy and she had sometimes irritated Anna back then with her loud gurgling laughter and endless chatter, but watching her now, Anna felt a sudden surge of fondness for her kind, sunny disposition, so ready to see the good in everyone. She had barely aged and a quick scan of the room told Anna that the same could be said for most of the other girls too. Some even looked younger than before, while the boys generally seemed to be either balding or fat, or both.


She couldn’t see him, but she knew he would be the exception.


As she sipped her cider and chatted with Miranda, a group of old friends gathered around them, chatting and reminiscing, and she felt a little grip of panic that maybe he wasn’t coming. Her eyes darted as she searched for him in vain. Eventually, she couldn’t stand the tension a moment longer and asked one of the girls, Sissy, if she had seen him.


‘Oh! Yes, I’m sure he’s here somewhere,’ Sissy said, frowning as she looked around. ‘Have you kept in touch? You were so close, weren’t you? Oh, until . . .’ She trailed off, remembering what had happened and how sensitive the subject had been.


‘It was a long time ago,’ Anna said quickly. ‘All that’s history now. But it would be nice to catch up.’


Sissy nodded vigorously, looking relieved that she hadn’t blundered by bringing up the past. ‘I’ll tell him you’re looking for him if I see him.’


Another half an hour passed and still he didn’t appear. Anna looked around hopelessly, deciding that if he still wasn’t there in the next fifteen minutes, she would leave.


But just as she was about to give up hope, there he was.


Time seemed to freeze and her ears were filled with a rushing sound as he appeared in front of her, wearing that slightly lopsided smile which reached all the way up to his grey-green eyes. He was dressed in a slightly crumpled white shirt which set off his olive skin, tucked into a pair of jeans that effortlessly hugged his long legs. His face looked older but even more chiselled and beautiful than she remembered.


‘Hello, Anna.’ He spoke softly, his gaze piercing.


‘Hello, Toby,’ she replied, unable to draw her eyes away from his.


‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ he said, leaning forward and kissing her softly on the cheek. She closed her eyes momentarily as his lips touched her skin, instantly transported back to a happier time. A time when he was hers.


‘I wasn’t sure either,’ she said at last, when she felt sure she could speak. ‘But I’m glad I did. It’s so lovely to see everyone.’


‘It is,’ he agreed, looking affectionately at the faces around them. Their little gang had been so close back then. It felt good that they could be so easy back in each other’s company.


They stood together in silence for a moment, both drifting back in time, painful and beautiful memories surfacing then fading.


‘So,’ he said after the longest of pauses, ‘tell me all about you ten years on, Anna. I want to know it all. Don’t leave anything out.’


The years melted away as they began to talk. Toby had always had the ability to make whoever he was talking to feel like the centre of the universe and Anna could feel herself blossoming again under the spotlight of his gaze. He laughed as she told him stories about her teacher training, which she had done in Aberystwyth in Wales. She told him tales about the tiny pupils now in her care and all about her life living with Clare in London. Toby had loved Clare and she had loved him back then. Until that fateful night.


‘So, neither of you have settled down then?’


Anna shook her head quickly. Lots of boyfriends had come and gone but none had lasted more than a matter of weeks for either of them. Clare was searching for something while Anna was waiting for something. Something – or someone – that was standing in front of her right now.


‘So, what about you?’ she asked, her heart hammering with excitement at being back in his presence again after so long.


‘Oh, you found each other then!’ cried Sissy, coming up to join them before Toby could answer. She was swaying slightly and Anna could tell from the alcohol fumes that she was quite drunk.


Neither Toby nor Anna replied. It was as if they were locked in their own invisible bubble. Anna wanted Sissy to go away so that she could have Toby to herself for a little longer. But she wasn’t going anywhere.


‘Has Toby told you his news?’ Sissy said, giving Anna a conspiratorial wink and squeezing in between her and Toby.


The smile died on Toby’s lips and a shadow of panic passed over his face. ‘No. I . . . er, I hadn’t told her,’ he stuttered. ‘Not yet.’


‘Toby’s getting married!’ Sissy exclaimed, before he could stop her.


Anna’s eyes, which had not left Toby’s, must have asked the question because he answered it. ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s true.’


If the music hadn’t been playing so loudly, Anna wondered if it would have been possible to hear her heart splintering into a million pieces. She forced her features into a half-smile. ‘Congratulations,’ she whispered.


‘And, Toby,’ Sissy continued, linking her arm through Anna’s, blissfully unaware of the torment her words were causing, ‘don’t think we’ve forgotten the pact we all made to invite each other to our weddings! I hope you’re not going to renege on a promise!’


‘But that was when we thought it would be OUR wedding!’ Anna wanted to scream. Instead, she gently unhooked her arm and, screwing up every ounce of dignity she could muster, turned to face them both. ‘Well, I think I’d better be going,’ she said carefully. ‘It’s been so lovely to see you all.’ Her bottom lip wobbled slightly as she spoke and she knew she was going to cry if she didn’t get out of there quickly.


Without waiting for an answer she spun around and headed for the door. ‘See you at the wedding!’ slurred Sissy to her retreating back.


May 2010


Anna’s bottom is numb and her legs tingle with pins and needles. She gathers the folds of her robe together and finally gets to her feet, shaking each leg tentatively as the feeling gradually returns and seeps slowly downwards.


Clare, who towers above her in her bare feet, let alone in the four-inch spiked heels she is wearing today, reaches down and puts her arm around her. ‘Come on, Anna,’ she urges gently, squeezing the top of her arm. ‘You can get through this.’


‘I can’t!’ Anna wails. ‘I just can’t seem to get over him. The pain is still so raw. Surely, after ten bloody years, I should have moved on?’ She raises her eyes up towards Clare helplessly, feeling like a toddler looking to a parent for comfort.


Clare’s eyes darken to the colour of sepia ink as she tries, just as she has done so many times before, to think of something reassuring to say, but this time words seem to fail her. Instead, she loosens her grip and makes her way over to the fridge. It is a big, silver, American-style model which Clare insisted they have when they first moved into the flat, yet so far Anna has only ever seen her put white wine or champagne in it. Sure enough, she retrieves a bottle of fizz and kicks the door shut with her shoe.


‘I’m really not in the mood to celebrate,’ Anna protests gloomily as Clare opens the brushed steel cabinet where they keep their glasses and pulls out two champagne flutes. After opening the bottle with a practised pop, she expertly pours two glasses, the fizz racing to just below the rim before sighing back into the pale gold liquid.


‘Take it,’ she orders, handing one of them to Anna. ‘This is an emergency.’


Anna takes the glass she proffers. She has known Clare long enough now to know that sometimes resistance is futile. Clare is a criminal lawyer – a damn good one too – and as far as Anna can tell she is able to persuade anyone to do anything.


Clare takes Anna by the hand and leads her into the sitting room, where they sink down into the comforting softness of the sofa. Anna sips the champagne in tiny mouthfuls, enjoying the tickle of the bubbles on her parched throat. Who cares if this is a sure-fire way to make her feel even worse later on. For now, it feels good.


‘Right,’ Clare says, gulping back her champagne and tucking her long legs up underneath her, her heels discarded on the wooden floor.


‘Oh God,’ Anna mutters. ‘Here we go, time for some straight-talking . . .’


Clare grins. ‘You know me so well. Now, before I say anything, you know that I love you, OK?’


Anna blinks back at her, mentally preparing herself for the onslaught. Clare has a surgeon’s skill for taking people apart, using words as her scalpel, before building them back up again.


Clare doesn’t wait for her to reply, simply nodding to herself before continuing. ‘So, here’s the thing: you have GOT to get a grip, Anna!’


Anna almost flinches as the stinging slap of Clare’s words hits her and tenses in preparation for the next verbal punch.


‘I know you still have strong feelings for Toby but after everything that happened . . .’ She lets her words hang in the air like a little puff of poison between them. Anna closes her eyes. She doesn’t want to think about what he did. Or what she did. ‘Well, maybe now you have to accept that neither of you is going to be able to forgive and forget, so you have to move on with your life. He has. Clearly. The invitation is all the proof you need. Now you need to do the same.’


Anna inhales deeply, feeling a little winded. ‘Ouch,’ she says, smiling slightly.


Clare watches her for a minute, as if weighing up what to say next, before continuing: ‘You immerse yourself in those dreary bloody poems and paintings of yours, as if you’re some kind of tragic Pre-Raphaelite heroine, who’ll one day be found floating face down in a lake with your hair festooned with flowers.’


Anna’s lips twitch slightly as she waits for Clare to go on. She is getting into her stride now.


‘But this is the twenty-first century, Anna! You’re a grown woman with a responsible job and a life. You’re not some drippy virgin, trailing the streets in her flowing gown, muttering about going to a nunnery!’


‘Enough!’ Anna laughs now, unable to sustain the misery a second longer.


Clare takes her hand, which looks tiny in hers. ‘You are beautiful. You are clever. And most of all, you are without doubt the loveliest person who ever lived.’


Anna shakes her head, embarrassed by her words.


‘Yes, you are! Don’t argue with me, young lady, because you know I am always right.’


Anna drops her head in defeat. ‘But I love those poems – they’re beautiful,’ she murmurs weakly. Ever since her mid-teens, when her mum, also a teacher, first introduced her to the poetry of Tennyson, Keats, Donne and Shakespeare, she has adored those tales of lovers driven to despair by their passion.


‘That’s open to debate,’ Clare cuts her off crisply. ‘The truth is, Anna, you are wasting your life pining for someone who is now well and truly taken. I’m sorry if that sounds harsh, but it’s a fact. What you need to do is accept the blow that this invitation undoubtedly is and turn it to your advantage.’


‘And how do I do that?’ she sighs, her eyelids starting to droop as the effects of the champagne on an empty stomach begin to take hold.


‘I’ve decided,’ Clare says, with a note of triumph in her voice, ‘that this is going to be the start of a whole new chapter for both of us. You need to put your past behind you and I need to try and build some kind of future and stop acting like a teenager. So, not only are both you and I going to go to this wedding, we’re going to have a bloody good time and then, when it’s over, we’re going to draw a line in the sand and say goodbye to that part of our lives once and for all. You never know, Anna, by this time next year, you might have met the love of your life.’


‘I’ve already met him!’ Anna protests, frustrated that Clare doesn’t seem to understand that even after all that’s happened, there will never be anyone else but Toby for her.


Clare, who always has to have the last word, chinks her glass against Anna’s. ‘That’s open to debate,’ she says firmly. ‘Conversation closed.’




Admissions Department,


Trinity College,


Cambridge,


CB2 1TQ


Anna McKenna,


Stubbs Cottage,


Church Lane,


Stebbingfield,


Suffolk,


IP18 7PQ


5 January 1997


Dear Ms McKenna,


We have now reviewed all our applications and I am glad to be able to write to offer you a place to read English at Trinity College for the BA degree from October 1997 on condition that you achieve the following examination results:


A*, A, A


at A level.


I should be grateful if you could let me know whether or not you accept our offer.


Yours sincerely,


Dr John Ashton


Tutor for Admission





October 1997


The cavernous room echoed with nervous laughter and the air of tense desperation was palpable as Anna allowed herself to be swept into the throng of excited young bodies. A wave of energy carried them all in the same direction, swirling and twisting like a human whirlpool. Her body tingled with heat and nerves as she gazed around in wonderment, marvelling that she was actually here. Outside, the biting wind brought with it the chilly reminder that winter was on its way, but inside this hall at least, it felt as though summer sweltered on.


Trestle tables laid out with the paraphernalia of dozens of different groups and societies punctuated the outer reaches of the room. After several circuits, unable to force her way out through the tide of bodies, she finally found herself spat out at a stand which grandly announced itself as the Drama Society. Anna smiled to herself – it was fate.


Behind the table stood a tall, slim girl with a severe black bob, huge dark eyes and a slash of scarlet lipstick on her sensual mouth. Anna stood watching her for a while, transfixed as she threw back her head and laughed, flashing an icy-white smile and releasing a throaty gurgle. She was the most exotic and mesmerizing girl Anna had ever seen.


As Anna gazed in awe, the girl noticed her looking and targeted the full force of her laser-beam eyes in her direction. ‘Hi,’ she drawled, her voice full and resonant. ‘You interested in joining us?’


Anna hesitated. The girl was watching her with an intensity that she found both unnerving and intoxicating. Her breath seemed to catch slightly as she spoke. ‘Maybe,’ she said shyly.


‘Hideous, isn’t it?’ the girl said, still fixing her with that mesmeric stare. ‘But let me give you a little tip . . .’ She dropped her voice conspiratorially so that Anna had to lean towards her to hear. She could smell her spicy, heady scent. ‘Most people spend freshers’ week making as many friends as possible and joining every single society, only to spend the rest of the first year trying to dump them all. Be selective.’


‘OK,’ said Anna, starting to move away. They clearly didn’t want her in the drama society. Probably not hip enough, she thought, suddenly feeling very aware of her brand-new Top Shop jeans and wondering if she’d inadvertently left the label on the back.


‘Hey! Hang on!’ the girl called after her, leaning right over the table and touching Anna’s arm, giving her an electric shock. ‘I didn’t mean you shouldn’t join us. Just that you should forget about all the others!’


Anna laughed with relief. Even from that first moment, she wanted to impress this girl.


She produced a form and a pen. ‘Just fill this out and we’ll do the rest. I’m Ella, by the way,’ she said, proffering her hand.


Anna shook her head slightly, as if trying to clear the weird, hypnotic effect Ella was having on her.


‘Anna,’ she replied, noticing as she shook Ella’s hand how cool her skin was. They touched for longer than seemed comfortable. ‘What year are you in?’ Anna stuttered as she gently extricated her hand from Ella’s grasp.


‘Second,’ she smiled. Her teeth were so white and straight, Anna wondered if she’d ever seen a more perfect specimen of the female form. ‘Reading English. And you?’


‘English too.’ Anna nodded, feeling strangely elated that they were reading the same subject. She filled out the form shakily, all the time aware of Ella scrutinizing her. There was something unnervingly sexual about her. ‘Here, I’m done.’ She handed her the form.


‘Great,’ said Ella, taking the page and scanning it. ‘How are you getting on so far?’


‘OK.’ Anna wished her voice would stop quavering. ‘I only arrived this morning, so I’m just finding my feet.’


‘Well, enjoy the rest of freshers’ week and I’ll look forward to seeing you at the first meeting, Anna.’ She said her name very deliberately, as if she was trying it out to see how it sounded on her tongue.


As Anna walked away, she could feel Ella’s eyes boring into her back, as if there was some kind of magnetic force field connecting them. If only she hadn’t stopped at that stand that day. If only she had never met her.
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Ella


Ella pulls her Mercedes SLK onto the driveway of the house and waits for the large, black iron gate to roll shut behind her, before turning off the engine. She reaches for the pile of post she collected before she left home that morning and begins to sort through it. Several bits of junk mail, a couple of bills and a handwritten, cream-coloured envelope with a tiny heart in one corner. She turns it over in her hand with a feeling of foreboding before ripping it open, already knowing what it is.


She sits for a couple of minutes trying to compose herself before opening the car door and stepping out onto the cobbled driveway. She looks up at the beautiful whitewashed stucco mansion before her and tries to recapture the swell of pride she used to feel whenever she arrived home. Nothing. Situated on a leafy square in Notting Hill, it is one of the most desirable properties in London. And it belongs to her.


Well, that isn’t strictly true. It is Max’s house and because she is married to Max, it is now half hers too. But she has never quite felt that she owns it equally, mainly because it is the home Max shared with his first wife, Camilla. Camilla was the perfect wife; posh, prettily blonde and subservient, she might have been plucked straight from central casting as the ideal trophy wife for an obscenely rich City banker. Their children, Jasper, Rupert and Araminta all went to the best schools and universities in the country, before following their father into the City. All have now accumulated their own private wealth and all of them have something else in common: they hate Ella with a passion.


When she is feeling in a more reasonable mood, Ella supposes she can understand their animosity. Camilla had died of breast cancer four years previously. So far, so tragic. But what turned Max’s children against her was that for the two years prior to Camilla’s death, Ella had been having a very public affair with their father.


Ella had met Max a couple of years after leaving university. She had found a job at a major investment bank mainly to get some money to go travelling and found herself working as his PA. She could tell from the second he clapped eyes on her that he fancied her, but that was nothing new to Ella. From her early teens, when she experienced the first stirrings of sexual awareness, Ella found that she was able to cast a spell over any man she wanted. Gradually, however, she found herself attracted to Max too. He was tall, slim and boyishly handsome, despite the fact that he was fifty-five – easily old enough to be her father.


They started working together later and later into the evenings, their conversation becoming more and more sexually charged, until one night, as she leaned over his desk to hand him a document, he pulled her to him and kissed her hard. Ella had often scoffed at the idea that people justified things they shouldn’t be doing by saying they couldn’t help themselves, but in that instant she understood just how bewitching and powerful pure lust could be.


After that first night, Max and Ella progressed from having sex in his office (once they were sure everyone else had gone home) to booking hotels. They would change the hotel each time so as to avoid suspicion and very soon they had run out of places to go. ‘I’ll buy us a flat,’ Max said simply.


Any misgivings Ella may have had were pushed to the back of her mind once she and Max had their own place. She moved in permanently and enjoyed making a home for them. She tried to ignore the niggling feeling that, instead of rent, she paid Max with sex. She reassured herself with the thought that she was in love with him, so it wasn’t the same as prostituting herself. The trouble was, she wasn’t really in love with him, she was in love with the situation.


They pretended to themselves that no one at work knew their guilty secret but of course everyone did. And before long his wife did too. She called the office one day and asked to speak to Max. Ella was about to put her through when she suddenly added, ‘And I know what’s going on, Ella, so you don’t need to act the innocent around me any more. Here’s how it’s going to work: you stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours. Don’t ever come to my house and don’t speak to my children. OK?’


Her face burning with embarrassment, Ella had nodded and gulped, ‘OK.’


‘Good, now do you think you could put me through to my husband, please?’


A year later, Camilla died. And from then on everything changed. To begin with, Max was devastated. He was consumed with guilt and avoided Ella completely, asking for her to be transferred to a different department. He lost weight and looked as though he hadn’t slept for months.


At work, Ella became Public Enemy Number One, seen as the evil mistress who had been screwing Camilla’s husband while she was dying. No one spoke to her, except to issue basic instructions. Eventually, the head of HR said what everyone else was thinking: ‘Wouldn’t it be better if you just left – you can’t be happy with things as they are?’


Ella wasn’t, so she did. Nobody said goodbye. She went home to the empty flat which wasn’t even hers and wondered where her life was going now that her meal ticket had deserted her. She was twenty-four with no job, no relationship and no friends.


Of course, she knew the reason why she had no friends. Ever since she first became aware of the effect her looks had on the opposite sex, she had used her powers of seduction to get any man she wanted. The trouble was, the men she wanted always seemed to be attached to other women.


Even Ella had to admit that there was a pattern to her treachery. She would make friends with someone, usually a sweet, trusting, caring girl who would welcome her into her life and her circle of friends with great generosity, only to find that Ella developed an all-consuming passion for her boyfriend and would stop at nothing until she had stolen him away.


Time and again, Ella had wreaked havoc on the lives of good people and she didn’t seem able to break the habit. Any amateur psychologist could have pointed to the reasons why she behaved like she did – her parents were emotionally stunted and slow to give either praise or affection. Her father, a successful businessman who travelled often, was so distant towards both her and her mother that it made little difference to Ella whether he was physically present or not. Her mother was positively cold towards her daughter, preferring the company of a vodka bottle instead. They had both made it quite clear that Ella, their only child, had failed to live up to their expectations and always had a vague air of disappointment about them whenever they spoke to her.


Ella was sent to boarding school at the age of five, where she learnt very quickly that she had to grab whatever she could for herself whenever the chances presented themselves. She craved both attention and affection and realized at a very young age that she could use her looks and charm to get both. If she sensed that the spotlight had wandered away from her for too long, she would invent a drama to ensure that it swung firmly back in her direction. Lying became second nature and Ella often found that she had convinced herself something was true, so adept was she at the art of fabrication.


So while other girls forged numerous lifelong alliances on the sports fields or in the dorms at night, Ella would choose her friends cautiously, always targeting the ones that she was most jealous of, the ones who were most popular. She would reel them in, only to stitch them up a few months later, usually by spreading rumours or lies and poisoning everyone else against them. Occasionally, she would go one step further and actually frame them for something like stealing or taking drugs, but usually she could just let her malicious tongue do all the work, leaving them wrung out and damaged – just like her. Then she wasn’t jealous of them any more. Easy.


Except Ella soon ran out of options as the other girls became wise to her antics. By the time she moved on to university, she might have been friendless but now she had a whole new pool of victims to choose from and this time it wasn’t friendships she would break up, it was relationships.


Time and again, she would befriend someone with the sole intention of seducing their boyfriend. Once she had got what she wanted, she lost interest in both him and her and dropped them abruptly. Because there were so many people moving in and out of university all the time, there was always some fresh prey. But her treachery finally caught up with her when she picked on the wrong person. When she picked on Anna.




Rachel


May 2010


Rachel wakes up early and stretches. She lifts her head so that she can see past Toby’s still-sleeping body to the clock on his bedside table. 6.27 a.m. She slumps back down on her pillow and stares at the ceiling. She has been waking up earlier and earlier recently, even at the weekends, as the wedding inches closer. She reassures herself that it is perfectly normal to be nervous – isn’t every bride the same?


She lifts the duvet and creeps out into the cool of the room, which is only dimly lit by the dawn light. She pulls on her robe and opens the door as quietly as she can, glancing towards Toby to make sure she hasn’t woken him. She doesn’t want him to be disturbed just yet. She pulls the door until it is almost closed behind her and walks down the hallway where she scoops up her giant, lime-green, soft leather holdall and rummages through it, her heart quickening as the need for nicotine intensifies.


Finally, she locates her cigarettes and exhales with relief as she makes her way to the french doors leading from the kitchen. She undoes the pretty wrought-iron latch and walks out onto the roof terrace, already flicking her lighter impatiently. She draws heavily on the cigarette and perches cross-legged on the blue painted wooden bench that she and Toby had taken hours to haul up the stairs, only to find it was far too big for the space they had available. ‘Fuck it,’ she had laughed, lying down on it. ‘I’m not moving it again.’


Sitting on it now, looking out over the topsy-turvy rooftops of North London, she is glad they kept it where it was, slap bang in the middle of the small paved oasis. She breathes in deeply, enjoying the solitude and the calm. The sun is a melon-coloured semicircle, emerging from its slumber and winking over the city in the late spring air, heralding the imminent arrival of summer.


Rachel loves the summer more than any other time of year – she cherishes the change in mood the warmth brings with it, as skin turns from almost blue to golden brown and frowns melt into smiles. She loves swimming in the open-air lido on Hampstead Heath and lolling in the vast expanse of the city’s parks, engrossed in a trashy magazine or tabloid newspaper, Toby at her side with his infinitely more highbrow reading matter.


Toby, who in just eight weeks would become her husband.


Rachel finishes her cigarette and wonders idly if by the following summer he would also have become father to her first child. No more cigarettes then, she smiles to herself. Baby hunger is a strange expression, she thinks, but it is a perfect description of what she has been experiencing for some years now. It had started to rumble gently when she turned thirty but now, at thirty-four, it is raging so fiercely that she sometimes feels that she can actually picture her child’s face and smell its sweet, musky baby smell. With Toby as the father, there was no doubt the baby would be inheriting amazing genes and Rachel is sure that Toby would be a great dad.


So why is there this horrible gnawing feeling within her that she can’t shake off? She is getting married to the man she loves in a matter of weeks, yet she isn’t excited or even happy. Instead, she is wracked with anxiety and tension and she can’t help the niggling feeling that her nerves are different to those of other brides. She isn’t worried whether the cars will turn up or the flowers will be delivered in time. No, her worries are all about the groom.


She loves Toby. It would be impossible not to. He is gorgeous. He is kind, generous, funny and clever. And he is devoted. But Rachel has long suspected that it isn’t her that he is devoted to.




Anna


October 1997


Over the next week, Anna took Ella’s advice and was careful not to dive too quickly into friendships. She was staying in a hall of residence, where she watched the other students all scrambling to accumulate as many new names to add to their address books as possible. The only friend she made was one who would be with her for the rest of her life.


Clare Stanton had knocked on Anna’s door that first night. ‘I’m Clare, who are you?’ she smiled, waving.


Anna laughed at her directness. ‘Anna,’ she said and mirrored her jokey wave.


‘Can I come in and have a nose?’ Clare was already nudging past her and into the room. ‘Ooh, this is a bloody sight better than mine!’ she squealed, running straight over to the window and peering out. ‘You’ve got a view!’


‘Hardly!’ Anna joined her at the window and motioned towards the railway line where a couple of saplings attempted to provide scenery.


‘Yeah, well all I’ve got is the bloody gas tank. What are you doing?’


‘Standing here talking to you,’ Anna replied.


‘No, you silly cow, what are you READING?’


Anna laughed again. She instinctively liked this girl and was glad she was going to be living opposite her. ‘Oh! English.’


Clare pulled a face. ‘Hope you’re not too wanky. There’re some right prats in your department.’


Anna raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, I can’t promise, obviously. What about you, then?’


‘History,’ Clare sighed. ‘But I’m not a completely boring bastard, that I can promise! Anyway, I’m making supper. Come and find me in the kitchen when you’re ready.’ With that she bounced back out of the room and disappeared.


Anna felt lucky meeting Clare when she did. Later Clare told her that she was feeling uncharacteristically shy and slightly lost that first evening. Not that she had shown it, of course. Everyone assumed she was uber-confident, which Anna soon learnt wasn’t the case. Sure, she had no trouble meeting people and she had loads of friends that she hung out with, but she confessed she had never really got close to anyone – until she met Anna.


Anna knew immediately that she and Clare were going to get on. They were total opposites in both looks and personality but somehow they were a perfect fit. While Anna was small and blonde with curves, Clare was tall, slim and athletic, with large brown eyes and olive skin. Anna thought Clare was gorgeous but she would always dismiss any compliments about her appearance, saying she thought she looked like a teenage boy.


Clare was easily the most popular person in their year at university – and that was despite studying history. Normally populated by posh geeks, she said she added a certain ‘common touch’ to the course. She got on well with her tutors because she worked hard and was bright but she partied hard too and knew how to let her hair down.


Over their first few weeks, Clare and Anna went to every party going. They made a pact early on never to leave the other on their own and to always go home together. Anna found herself carried along in the slipstream of Clare’s energy and enthusiasm. She was fun, sociable and in demand and Anna soon realized that teaming up with her could only have a positive effect on her reputation.


It had been a long and difficult journey for Anna to get this far. Unlike many of her fellow Cambridge students, she didn’t come from a well-to-do family. Her mum had brought up her and her brother, Tim, alone after breaking up with their father.


Anna was only nine years old when they separated but the effects of their split had stayed with her. Her dad, a TV cameraman, had been her hero. He often used to take her and Tim on shoots with him. He had two mini director’s chairs with their names printed on the back that he would set up beside his camera and he’d make them giggle with his antics between takes.


Sometimes, they even got to stay overnight with him, in an interconnecting hotel room, if he was filming too far from home to get back each night. Which is how Anna came to walk in on him having sex with the costume designer, Milly, who had been so friendly and accommodating towards her and Tim during the day. Having woken from a nightmare and still half asleep, Anna didn’t immediately understand what she was seeing. But she certainly understood her dad leaping off Milly’s naked body and yelling at her to get back to bed.


She lay awake shaking with fear and worry for the whole night, already aware that what had happened was going to change her life forever. The next morning, her dad took Anna for a walk and told her that he had just been comforting Milly because she was upset and that there was no need to tell Mummy about what she’d seen.


Anna knew he was lying but she loved both her parents and didn’t want to cause trouble, so for the first time ever, she kept a secret from her mum and didn’t mention it. As time went on, she began to wonder if she had dreamt the whole thing and gradually started to relax. Then one day she came home from school to find her mum screaming at her dad, tears pouring down her face. She had popped home during the day and walked in on him in bed with her best friend. She stopped yelling as soon as Tim and Anna came through the door but they had already heard enough to know what had happened.


Her dad had begged and pleaded with her mum to forgive him, swearing on his kids’ lives that it was a one-off and that he would never betray her again. Despite being shocked to her core, her mum had looked into his tear-filled eyes and agreed that she would give him one more chance. As she told Anna later, she was terrified of how she would cope without him, so felt she had little choice but to forgive him. Two days later they came home from school to find him gone. Which is when Anna finally told her what she had seen months earlier. She would never forget the look of horror that crossed her mum’s face, but from that moment on, she became as protective of Anna as a lioness and they developed the closest bond a mother and daughter could have. None of them heard from him again.


‘How are you doing, love?’ Anna’s mum, Cassie, asked anxiously when she called her on her second evening. ‘I’m missing you so much already.’


Anna’s stomach flipped with homesickness as she pictured her mum sitting on their battered old leather sofa, her legs curled up under her the way she always sat. She was alone now that Anna had gone. Her brother had moved to Australia the previous year and she had always known it would hit her mum hard when she went.


‘I’m doing fine,’ Anna assured her. ‘I’ve made one really lovely friend already and she lives right opposite to me. I think it’s going to work out, Mum.’


Anna knew by Cassie’s voice that she was choking up. ‘That’s great, darling,’ she managed.


‘You’ll have to meet someone new, you know, Mum,’ Anna said, the lump in her own throat changing her voice into a higher-pitched squeak. She couldn’t bear to think of her being lonely.


Cassie laughed gently. ‘Yes, maybe. But you know what I’m like, sweetheart – it’s all about The One.’


Anna groaned. They were both hopeless romantics who were addicted to the idea that everyone has only one true love in their lives, an idea fed by a relentless diet of romantic poetry, movies and books.


‘Shame your One and Only was such a shit, then,’ Anna said bitterly, then immediately regretted it. She was supposed to be making her mum feel better, not worse.


To her relief, Cassie laughed. ‘Yes, it is. But it doesn’t have to be that way for you. Have you met any potential One and Onlys yet?’


Now it was Anna’s turn to laugh. ‘No, only Not on Your Lifes so far! But it’s early days.’


As it turned out, she didn’t have long to wait.




Clare


May 2010


Anna and Clare sit at the small, round silver table on their tiny patio. Anna is calmer now, although the invitation is still sitting like an unexploded bomb on the table between them. The dusk is drawing in, cooling the air and licking the evening with a fine layer of damp. Clare shivers slightly as she reaches for the bottle of champagne they have almost finished between them and pours the last dregs into her glass. Anna has changed out of her grungy bathrobe into a pair of grey tracksuit pants and a slim-fit, pale pink t-shirt. Her silky, blonde hair is scrunched carelessly into a messy ponytail and her tiny, heart-shaped face is make-up free, but as Clare looks at her, she is struck by how breathtakingly pretty she looks.


Clare is still wearing the tailored trousers and fitted white shirt which have become her signature outfit for her work as a lawyer. Beside Anna, she feels masculine and brittle but she has never been jealous of her friend. Instead, she has always felt protective and maternal towards her. Anna has that effect on people. They want to take care of her. Which is why Clare is worried about Anna’s reaction to this invitation and feels so guilty that she was so adamant that Anna should go to the reunion. Clare had been convinced that Anna would either return home with Toby in tow, or would have finally consigned him to the past, along with the rest of her university memories.


Clare has never felt the same yearning for the past that Anna has. Yes, she loved her time at university, but because she always knew what she wanted to do, studying was more of a means to an end. Whereas Anna was passionate about the books and poetry she studied – too passionate as far as Clare was concerned – Clare simply wanted to pass exams so that she could get started on the career she had always wanted.


And while Anna met Toby and fell madly in love, Clare only ever had an endless stream of short-lived dalliances. She has never been short of offers from the opposite sex but she gets bored quickly and doesn’t want anything to interfere with her job. It’s a philosophy drummed into her by her mother, who was a successful career woman long before it became the norm, relying heavily on nannies to care for her daughter. Now Clare has dutifully followed her mother into a high-profile profession, her warnings never to be dependent on any man ringing in her ears.


After her father died when she was fifteen, Clare gradually came to recognize that her mother only stayed with him because she fell pregnant and was trapped into getting married. As a result, she was adamant the same fate shouldn’t befall her daughter.


‘Shall I open another?’ Clare realizes that she’s slurring slightly as she gets to her feet and grabs the empty champagne bottle. She is really cold now and thinks longingly of the cosy cashmere cardy hanging in her wardrobe.


Anna shakes her head, releasing the scrunchie holding her ponytail and letting her hair fall in golden rivulets around her shoulders. ‘Better not. I’ve got work tomorrow.’


‘Pah!’ snorts Clare, smoothing down her charcoal grey trousers. ‘I should think so too! You bloody teachers have it easy. What was it today? Another study day?’


Anna grins back at her. ‘Yes, but I think you’ll find, my dear friend, that my salary is on a par with your expenses for one month, so I’d say we’re pretty even!’


Clare raises a finger and wags it jokily at her. ‘When you put it like that,’ she laughs. ‘So, are you going to be OK? You’re not—’


‘Going to do anything silly?’ Anna says, reading her friend’s mind. ‘No.’


Clare’s eyes soften. She understands Anna’s pain better than anyone else. ‘We’ll get through it together, Anna. We’ll go to the wedding, dazzle everyone with our gorgeousness and then we’ll start again from scratch. How does that sound?’


Anna smiles slightly as she gets up and turns towards the door leading back into the kitchen of the flat. ‘Impossible,’ she says. ‘That’s how it sounds.’


Clare stands for a while longer, listening as the sounds of nature from their postage-stamp garden fight to be heard over the cacophony of life screeching from the South London street behind her. As the air starts to cool even more, her limbs stiffen and she follows Anna back inside, deciding to run herself a hot, oily bath.


She turns both taps on full blast and stirs the soothingly scalding water with her hand, watching in fascination as the bath oil swirls into abstract shapes on top of the water. Oil and water, she thinks distractedly, they never mix. A bit like Ella and Anna. And how she wishes they had never mixed.




Anna


June 2010


Anna sits on a bench beside the Thames, across the road from the Tate Britain, watching the world clatter on around her. Buses jostle for position and cab drivers furiously beep their horns as they attempt to negotiate a passage along the busy Embankment. Tourists stroll hand in hand, workers scurry irritably, their frowns heavy and hostile. Beside her, a party of Japanese schoolchildren jump up and down, posing for each other as they snap away on their phones, their chatter incessant and incomprehensible but nonetheless soothing to her ears.


She watches them distractedly, enjoying the warmth of sunshine on her face and the sound of the Thames behind her. She wonders when she last laughed with the carefree spirit of those children. She was once happy but it seems a very long time ago now. Looking back is like looking down through a very deep pool of water. Through the ripples, memories float to the surface, then sink away into nothingness.


She often comes to the gallery, whenever she feels low and needs the sustenance of the timeless beauty hanging on those many walls. She could have spent whole days staring at Waterhouse’s The Lady of Shalott in that building. Clare is right – she is obsessed with the tragic, lovelorn heroines of the past, trapped forever in oil or prose.


Anna has searched for the same connection that she had with Toby in other relationships but it has never been there. Every time she meets someone new, she wonders if this might be the one who will take Toby’s place but it’s as if there is an invisible force field around her heart that no one can break through. And she has a stubborn streak which means that once she’s decided that whoever she’s dating isn’t The One, that’s it.


Inevitably, it has only ever been a matter of weeks before she’s ended it and although some of them have been upset, she never seems to feel anything herself, other than a vague sense that she’s just passing time. She didn’t fully realize until the university reunion exactly what it was she was waiting for but it became crystal clear that night. She was waiting for him.


October 1997


Lectures and seminars began in earnest at the beginning of the second week. This was one of Anna’s first outings alone since meeting Clare and she suddenly felt vulnerable and clueless. As she approached the venue for her first lecture, she noticed someone leaning casually against the wall outside the lecture theatre. She ran her hand through her hair in the way that she always did when she felt self-conscious. He turned as she approached and fixed his bright green-grey eyes on her. ‘Hi, I’m Toby,’ he smiled, his voice deep, melodious and unmistakably upper class.


He was tall and gangly with a dishevelled mop of dark hair and a face so chiselled that his cheekbones looked like they’d been hewn out of granite, and Anna almost did a double-take at the sight of him. He took her breath away. She tried to smile back but her face felt frozen. ‘Hi,’ she murmured, rifling in her bag to try to distract him from the furious blush that had exploded on her cheeks, right down to her neck. ‘I’m Anna.’


‘Anna,’ he said, nodding slowly.


She stopped searching through her bag and looked up, ready to say something witty and clever. She was too late. At that moment another girl ambled up. ‘Hey, guys!’ she drawled. ‘Am I in the right place for the intro to English Lit?’ Toby and Anna both nodded. Again, no words would come out of Anna’s mouth.


‘I’m Toby,’ he said, smiling at her with that slightly lopsided smile. Anna watched as the full force of his lovely eyes turned away from her and towards this new arrival.
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